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ABSTRACT
Adult Literacy in Tennessee: An Analysis by Gender, Age, and Race
by
Amy R. Keesler

The purpose of this study was to investigate the state of adult literacy in Tennessee. The field of
adult education underwent a transition as the testing procedure and the test changed to correlate
with the induction of the Common Core standards in public schools. Adult students face many
barriers to overcome to be successful. The research questions posed guided the analysis of
demographic data on student who completed the GED prior to the changes.

Data were provided from the Tennessee Department of Labor and Workforce Development
database. The demographics and scores included those of adults who had passed the GED test
from 2008 through 2013. A series of 2-way chi square analysis were used to examine pass rates
using the characteristics of race and ethnicity, gender, and age. A sample of 2,000 was randomly
selected from a population of 60,000.

The data showed that in the state of Tennessee there are significantly more males than females
who pass the test each year. Although all ethnicities are permissible to take the GED, more
Caucasians and African Americans take and pass the test in this state. Takers of the GED in the
state of Tennessee are to identify their age while completing the exam. The majority of adults
taking the GED from 2008 through 2013 were in the age group of 19 to 24.
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Many test takers only need to attempt to pass the test the first time. Out of 2,000 randomly
sampled males and females, the data showed that a higher proportion of males than females pass
the test in the first attempt. There was no significant difference between the randomly sampled
age groups on number of attempts. The data did indicate that Caucasian testing candidates pass
the GED significantly more often on the first try than African American candidates.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Adult education is basic skills, technical training, career training, and updating programs
training. Adult learners engage in both formal and informal programs; these can encompass
everything from respect for human rights to learning how to text on a cell phone. The idea of
adult education dates back to the early times of our country, whether someone needed to learn
how to farm or how to read the Bible (Frimpong Tiwaah Adwoa, 2009).
Currently the United States is home to over 4,000 adult education programs. The quality
of the program fluctuates with the depth of instruction that is provided. There is not a
consistency to the adult education teachers; some centers have part-time instructors; others only
have volunteers (Rose, 2013). Although adult education has changed with the times and with the
needs of the learners, it has always been a privilege of all citizens to have basic skills (Fimpong
Tiwaah Adwoa, 2009).
Recently it has been advocated that adult education should do a better job for its clients
(Rose, 2013). The following story is a prime example of a client who needed assistance. Tivnan
(2011) interviewed an adult learner who had dropped out at the age of 16. The adult learner
recalled being put in the lowest classes because she could not read well. This situation seemed to
encourage her to stop going to class. Instead she went to work. She became very good at hiding
her inabilities and if she could not hide it, she would quit. She eventually made her way up the
ladder to a sales director of a company and hired people to read and write for her. She described
her belief as she became adept at evading the truth but was always embarrassed.
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Studies have shown that low-income students are twice as likely to drop out of high
school compared to middle income students and six times as likely as higher income students. It
also has been demonstrated that minority races have a higher potential of dropping out of high
school. For example graduation rates for African American, Latino, and Native Americans are
60% to 70% lower than Caucasian students (Tuck, 2012). Dropping out of high school has
numerous negative effects. A California study reported that the lifetime cost of one class of
dropouts is $24,212,395,755. In 2012 there were 2.5 million people in jail in America and 70%
of them dropped out of school (Wilson, 2012). In Tennessee 29,000 students dropped out in
2012. This added to the total of 900,000 to one million people in the state without any diploma
(Phillips, 2013). The Institute of Education Sciences (2008) maintained with lower education
comes lower skills and less motivation to enroll in any type of degree or certificate course. Basic
skills are so low with some adults that when given a survey by the National Center for Education
Statistics, supplemental assessments for letter recognition were required (Baer, Kutner, &
Sabatini, 2009) In fact prisoners behind bars had higher literacy and computer skills while in jail
than adults in some households (Greenberg, Dunleavy, & Kutner, 2007)
By providing quality adult education programs to low income and limited English
citizens the quality of living for the whole population increases. High school graduates have less
dependency on public assistance, have a higher income, and have more consistent employment.
They are less likely to be a part of or a victim of a violent crime. These graduates also are less
likely to become young parents and less likely to have bad health (Dicksteen, 2012).
In 2009 40% of adults desiring a General Education Diploma (GED) were in pursuit of
higher pay or a better job (Tuck, 2012). Earning a GED can be an overwhelming task for some
students (Rose, 2013). In 2014 in conjunction with the implementation of the Common Core
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curriculum the GED test will be changed. The test will reflect changes in two ways: the
questions will be more rigorous and it will be taken on the computer. (GED Testing, 2012). Lack
of funding and inconsistent teaching methods are hurdles that must be addressed (Rose, 2013).
Highlighting the need for more GED graduates to help the economy and the greater good should
be emphasized to all those in charge of funding (Rose, 2013; Tuck, 2012).
With the state of the current economy and businesses having to close, quality of life is an
issue nationwide. In the state of Tennessee there are many adults without a high school diploma
(Phillips, 2013). This lack affects their children’s education, the unemployment rate, the crime
level, and other far-reaching aspects of the state’s welfare. Achieving a high functioning adult
education program would be beneficial for the state.

Statement of the Problem

The purpose of this study was to look at the test scores of the adult learners who took the
GED in the state of Tennessee and analyze the pass rates by gender, age, and ethnicity. The
number of attempts to pass the test was analyzed by gender, age, and ethnicity.

Research Questions

The researcher used the following research questions to guide the analysis of the current
adult education programs.
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RQ1 Is there a significant difference in the number of males and females who earn GEDS in
Tennessee?
RQ2 Is there a significant difference in the number of adults who successfully complete their
GED in Tennessee as compared by age group?
RQ3 Is there a significant difference in the number of adults who successfully complete their
GED in Tennessee as compared by racial groups?

Significance of the Study

The researcher assembled the information from the state database. The researcher
evaluated the graduates of the current GED programs in the state of Tennessee by the factors
gender, ages, and race. This information has not been previously analyzed in this manner and
provides a cohesive presentation of the data. There is limited access to the collected data and
they are not being used for decision-making purposes.

Definition of Terms

The following terms are common in this field, as well as referred to in this paper:
andragogy, GED, adult education, literacy, social justice, lifelong learners, pedagogy, adult basic
education, and postsecondary education.

Adult Basic Education – educational courses for adults in reading and writing (Jacobs &
Hundley, 2010)
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Adult Education – educational programs or courses for adults who are out of school or college
(New Oxford American Dictionary, 2001)
Andragogy – the art and science of helping adults learn (Henschke, 2009)
GED – an abbreviation for the General Equivalency Diploma; a diploma signifying high school
graduation awarded to those who successfully complete a required examination (New
Oxford American Dictionary, 2001).
Lifelong Learners – a person who remains in a learning state throughout a life (Jacobs &
Hundley, 2010)
Pedagogy – the method and practice of teaching, especially as an academic subject or theoretical
concept (Henschke, 2009)
Social Justice – the quality of being fair or reasonable when related to society (New Oxford
American Dictionary, 2001)

Delimitation and Limitations

This study was limited to a selected sample of individuals and the data were analyzed by
the basic demographics reported to the Tennessee Department of Vocational Education. The
researcher requested permission to use data that included socioeconomic status, gender,
ethnicity, the number of attempts to take the GED, and a breakdown of scores by subject area
test. After gaining permission from the Tennessee Department of Labor and Workforce
Development, the researcher was directed to the holders of the data. The holders of the data were
unaccustomed to outside sources needing access to the data. This caused a hardship for them and
limited the scope of the original plan.
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Archival data that had been collected from a sample of those students who had
participated in the GED testing program from 2008 through 2013 were analyzed (Tennessee
Department of Vocational Education, 2013). The data included gender, age, ethnicity, and
attempts to take the GED. The data do not break down the scores by subject area. The data do
not include the socioeconomic level of the adult student. In addition, the data do not define the
motivation behind getting a GED or the outcomes after receiving a diploma. The data also do not
represent the adult students who have attempted, but not yet completed the GED testing.

Chapter Summary

Historically, adult education has been around for 7 decades, yet it gained popularity in the
United States in the 1960s and 1970s (Cercone, 2008). Adult education programs vary from site
to site. Some sites have volunteers, while other sites use paid employees. The employees do not
all necessarily have an education background. This lack of teaching experience decreases the
chance of appropriate pedagogical techniques being presented (Rose, 2013). There is a need to
increase the number of people, specifically in the state of Tennessee, who earn degrees (Phillips,
2013). There is a correlation between not graduating from high school and earning lower wages
as well as participating in more crimes and enduring health issues (Dicksteen, 2012). There are a
variety of people from different age, social, and racial groups that are lacking this certification
(Tuck, 2012). Achieving higher functioning, consistent adult education programs for the state
would be quite beneficial (Roehrig, 2012).
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

What is Adult Education?

Adult education migrated to and evolved in the United States in the 1920s. Cercone
(2008) found that adults who have participated in adult education classes are some of the most
motivated and task-oriented individuals. These adult students bring with them life experiences as
well as the many outside burdens that weigh down their daily life: family obligations, work
expectations, and the necessity of income. Therefore, each adult who participates in adult
education is unique (Cervero & Wilson, 2006).
Historically, adult education has had predictable clients such as those needing skill
development or employee preparation. Generally adult education has catered to this type of
student (Wortham, 2008). In recent years the face of adult education has changed. Goddu (2012)
stated that many older adults are entering the adult education arena. In addition, Grace and
Rocco (2009) reported that adults are reentering the field of education for more marketable
skills. The ability to express oneself in writing is important. Math skills must be refreshed and
updated to make these adults more marketable. Grace and Rocco (2009) further stated that some
adults are in pursuit of social justice. These adults wish to end the cycle of poverty and decline in
their community and would like to give back. Sandlin, Wright, Robin, and Clark (2013) found
that there was an influx of adults who want to know new things and learn for themselves. Some
people are in search of a new technological lesson; others need help to better understand new
healthcare trends; and there are those that are even embarking on a new hobby. Kenner and
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Weinerman (2011) recorded three expanding groups in adult education: those who have lost jobs,
veterans returning to the workforce, and those finishing their GEDs.
With the plethora of adults reentering the learning environment, there is a need for
modifications (Grace & Rocco 2009). Adults learn in a variety of ways and have experienced
the world from multiple perspectives; differentiation is pertinent (Falasca, 2011). Online learning
and self-directed learning may be appropriate for one group, while learning in the moment may
be applicable to another (Cercone, 2008; O’Toole & Essex, 2012). The educators of adults must
focus on constructing lessons that are relevant to the learners’ needs (Cercone, 2008).

History of Andragogy

Adult education is commonly associated with the term “andragogy.” Henschke (2008)
defined andragogy as the art and science of helping adults learn. The history of the theory of
andragogy dates back to 1833 when Alexander Knapp was describing Plato’s theory of education
to a group of young adults. Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave” somewhat mirrored the andragogy
concepts (Plato, trans. 2010). In Plato’s story a human must have a certain bit of light in the cave
to receive knowledge, as with andragogy, an adult’s experiences give more light to a subject than
a child’s experiences would. The strategies of andragogy basically disappeared until 1921 when
Rosenback revisited these concepts in the academic world. Andragogy helps to improve adults’
growth as they learn from their mistakes and practice being self-directed (Henschke, 2008). Chan
(2010) agreed with this idea, and he also stated that andragogy allows adults to be creative, adapt
to changes, compete in the world, and become lifelong learners. He further discussed that this
theory could be used in social, political, and cultural contexts. Henschke (2011) proposed that
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andragogy could be used as a tool in counseling if the client is willing. The essence of this
experience would help the adult recognize steps to expand the repertoire of solutions.
Thorndike added to this theory in the 1950s by insisting that an adult’s ability to learn
could improve the world’s condition. The formal adult education theory, originated by
Linderman in 1960, suggested it made adults more effective citizens. The citizens were able to
contribute more to the economic and political aspects of the nation. The next marked event was
in 1966 when Savicevic stated that it was imperative to have a different approach in the way
children are educated, pedagogy, versus adults, andragogy (Kroth & Taylor, 2009).
Although, Malcolm Knowles is credited with the theory of andragogy in current times, he
assuredly got his information from Savicevic (Henschke, 2010). There is a split in the support
and opposition of the theory of andragogy. This stemmed from Knowles declaring it was the
opposite of child pedagogy. The andragogy theory seemed to succeed only due to the timing: an
increase in adult education in the United States in the 1970s. This theory has been questioned
because there was no research to establish validity. Regardless, there are almost 300 studies to
date supporting andragogy (Henschke, 2009). The theory has been bolstered by the selfdetermination theory that teaches actions relate to goals and the socio-emotional theory that
adults learn differently than children.
Knowles’s theories and strategies presented as andragogy continue to prove effective in
industry, business, healthcare, government, higher education, and religious education (Henschke
2010). Many companies recognize that learning is a process and have embraced this idea by
having all employees involved in group learning situations (Sakai, 2013). With the increase in
distance education, new branches of adult education appeared: foreign language, online,
emotional intelligence, and brain research (Henschke, 2009). Andragogy has become more than
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adult education or the learning of adults. It has evolved into educating adults with specific
teaching methods and has become a discipline to itself (Reischmann, 2009).

Adult Learners

Dionissi, Dunne, and Fee (2011) researched many issues related to adult literacy that are
not unique to the United States. They discovered that more education equates to more money for
the learner. There is a large gap in wages between skilled and unskilled laborers. Companies
recognize that workers are more efficient when they have higher quality skills. More women
graduate from college than men, likewise, women participate in schooling incentives sponsored
by workplaces more often than men. This is ironic because most women do not make more
money than men. Dionissi et al. (2011) speculated that men go through different stages in their
lives than women, and it costs more for men to stay in school. In fact, 43% of men had no higher
education compared to the 32 % of women.
The United States is not alone in its quest for more educated adults. Canada
acknowledges there are a large number of citizens who lack basic skills. In 2009 only 30% of the
citizens of Canada were involved in adult education. Of the adult citizens in Germany and
Sweden who are lacking in basic education, only 50% are involved in educational endeavors
(Hrimech, 2009). The United Kingdom views adult education as a community effort and
encourages work-based learning providers (Holloway, 2009). Officials in Portugal have
researched a model by Carre. Portugal attributes much of adult education in two categories:
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivators include liking to learn, building new
contacts and relationships, and becoming more content. Extrinsic motivators are to get out of
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certain situations, to receive a promotion, to get a job, or for a social image (de Oliveria Pires,
2009). Both motivators contribute to the adult learning community’s success. Australia offers a
second chance to dropouts who are not employed so they can find work. They offer flexible
scheduling, individual pacing, and many freedoms not offered in public schools to promote
graduation. These freedoms include fewer rules, allowing students to come, and not correcting
behavior outbursts (Murray & Mitchell, 2013). After the World Education Forum, Pakistan’s
government made adult education a top priority. The Minister chose to use a holistic approach to
combat illiteracy (“Higher Education Will,” 2013).
Roehrig (2010) reported that the United States has 93 million adults who are at basic or
below basic literacy skills. This predicament makes it more difficult for these people to find a
job, especially because a minimum of a high school diploma is necessary. Of the recently created
jobs, 34% require a college degree. Employers are seeking candidates who are problem solvers
and critical thinkers. Potential employees need to have high communication and technological
skills. They must desire to be resilient, lifelong learners (Ritt, 2010).
Adults who have higher literacy skills affect the literacy level of the whole family. Adult
literacy improves all aspects of life and can bring improvement to family situations (Crutcher,
2013). In fact, early childhood educators are encouraging literacy projects that include parents to
promote education (DeBruin-Parecki, 2007). A study was conducted through the Even Start
program that hypothesized family literacy programs help early childhood students (St. Pierre,
Riccuiti, & Rinddzuis, 2005). After conducting the study, it was posed that the curriculum
content of the program was ineffective or the families did not cooperate fully. The program was
identified to be successful compared to no program, but a need to strengthen it and continue the
education was recognized. Public libraries can help in the fight against literacy by providing
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more high interest, low-level books for family use (Roehrig, 2010). School systems have been
rewarding teachers and students for literacy growth (Naithai, 2013). This use of Skinner’s theory
of reward and punishment shows success when used with adult learners in these families
(Moberg, 2006). Literacy is still low in the United States even with a large number of programs
offered (Lynch, 2009).
Holyoke and Larson (2009) studied four different techniques adult educators could use in
their classroom. The teacher must find out why the students are there and what they need to
accomplish or know. Getting to know each individual sheds light on the experiences that are
being brought to the learning environment. It also gives the teacher an idea of the student’s selfconcept. Each of these factors plays a part in the student’s willingness and readiness to learn
(2009). This knowledge will also help the teacher while trying to maintain the student’s interest
in learning (Dirkx, 2008). The information gleaned will help the educator walk in the student’s
shoes to understand his or her perspective better (Aspin & Chappman, 2007). Glasser (1993)
suggested that teachers should emphasize learning any skill through how it will apply to the
student’s life. Reminding the adult students of the role of literacy in the real world and the
hardships that can be avoided by becoming literate is an effective discussion to have (Burke,
2000)
After spending time with the class, the instructor will determine which students desire
independent work and which excel from one-on-one tutoring (Beder, Tomkins, & Medina, 2006)
Using the strategies of andragogy, different techniques and methods will be used for different
students (Moberg, 2006). Technology will be an essential part of the instruction. Adult students
need to increase their use of technology through real-life learning experiences (Bear, 2012). It is
still important for teachers of adults to model literacy frequently in the classroom (Layne, 2009).
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Finally, teachers should encourage postsecondary education for all students. (Dionissi et al.,
2011; Wilson, 2006).

The Golden Years

An expanding group of learners in adult education fit into the category of vibrant
patriarchs. Older adult learners are venturing back to school to learn for self-fulfilling reasons.
These learners are conscious of what they need to know and are responsible for their own
learning. In fact, the Pakistani citizens believe that education assists in aging, and this may be
true according to the research of the changes in cognitive decline. Topics that interest seniors are
those such as health, family, community life, safe environments, and how to keep active. The
older learners recognize the need to learn more about the ever-changing world of technology
(Boulton & Lewis, 2010). It has been noted that there is not as much mental decline as
previously reported. Long- and short-term memory are needed in the learning process, so the
quality of life advances with more use. Keeping the mind active is an important deterrent to
cognitive decline (Jacobs & Hundley, 2010).
As institutions see increases in the older adult population –42% gains from 2000-2010
and a prediction of another 20% by 2020 – focus must be shifted to the classroom (Goddu,
2012). Adult learners are usually put together in one category, but senior learners bring
generational differences. These differences should influence what is taught and the preferred
method of teaching. Older adults know their own learning styles and value education in the way
that they and their counterparts were taught in earlier years (Holyoke & Larson, 2009).
Therefore, geriatrics are less likely to be similar to others in the adult learner group (Moberg,
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2006). They may need more time and practice than younger adults (Boulton & Lewis, 2010).
Overall, geriatrics bring value to the classroom and their experience needs to be honored
(“Adults, Nontraditional Students,” 2013).

Postsecondary Adult Students

Nearly half of all students in postsecondary institutions are over the age of 24 (Merriam,
Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007). This growing presence of adults is an under researched aspect
of collegiate life. These new members have had their interests and learning styles neglected.
They have little voice on campus and are denied opportunities due to the unusual times their
classes occur. Data are needed by administration and student services to address these needs.
Adults should be viewed as worthy enough to participate in on-campus activities (Sissel,
Hansman, & Kasworm, 2001).
A majority of adult learners are part-time or e-learners, other areas the universities were
not as well versed in a decade ago (Ausburn, 2004). These students were not part of the social
aspect of the college. They usually came to campus only for a specific purpose (Fairchild, 2003).
These students liked the way the syllabus and projects were explained online. Some preferred a
blended atmosphere with a few face-to face meetings (Ausburn, 2004). Most of these students
had dispositional issues like conflicts from work and home, stress, and the feeling of being
overloaded. Adult students also had institutional issues with universities that were not ready to
deal with them. Fairchild suggested that student services would benefit from a revisiting of these
points (2003). Over the past decade universities have strived to make these adult students more
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responsive to their needs. This adaptation has played an important role in making a supportive
learning environment (Ross-Gordon, 2011).
Brookfield and Hoist advise adult learners would also profit from a different style of
teaching at the college level (2011). Transformative lessons would allow the students to get
broader perspectives; incorporating critical reflection would assist the students in finding deeper
meaning in their studies. Placing the learners in charge through self-directed learning gives them
ownership of their learning. The epistemological approach interconnects reality with learning
(Brookfield & Hoist, 2011). A system of education that improves the whole person is important
at the postsecondary level (Hyland, 2010). Basically, with the changes in clientele colleges
should become more adult-centric (Jacobs & Hundley, 2010).
Furthering the problematic nature of adults and postsecondary education is that of lowincome adults. Less than 11% of freshmen are from the bottom quartile of income level. These
students are underrepresented and overwhelmed, needing extra help with financial aid and
academic preparation. Schools should have an outreach program to specifically help adults in
this category (Pallais & Turner, 2006). The majority of these students must be enrolled in
noncredit remediation classes, which lengthens their time at the university (Jacobs & Hundley,
2010). This group of students could benefit from collaborative service learning classes (Kelly,
2013). The students may also be in need of strategies to help them navigate online classes and
the classes’ subject matter (“Childcare Education Institute”, 2012). There are obstacles for adult
learners to overcome at the university level that are specific to them, and colleges should be
receptive to those challenges.
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Adult Basic Education

Adult Basic Education (ABE) is provided for adult citizens who are at a low literacy level
and would ultimately like to improve. McGrath (2009) examined reasons people dropped out of
school, finding that students reported a lack of interest or motivation was a factor. The way the
teacher taught, the style, often made people drop out. Several students cited negative childhood
experiences with school and difficulty in reading as their reasons for leaving (Greenerg, Rodrigo,
Berry, Brinck, & Joseph, 2006). Finally, having family or employment obligations was listed as
a necessity for leaving school (Rospog, 2006). The majority of GED students are 24 and older,
and they confessed to not finishing the 10th grade. Payne (2005) differentiated between
situational and generational poverty. She noted that students who came from generational
poverty had a hard time fitting in to the middle class idea of school. The majority of adult
students are unemployed, but the one third who are employed earn approximately $5,800 a year.
(VanHorn & Kassab, 2011).
Many students who return for adult education and come from undereducated families
lack helpful motivation from home. Other students credit parents, grandparents, siblings, and
spouses as motivating reasons to continue schooling. Studies show that the biggest motivator for
adults in returning for more education is their own children (Terry, 2007). Payne (2005) stated
there are four defined reasons for the generational poor to leave their poverty status: a goal, a
relationship, it is too painful to stay, or a special talent or skill. Because these students must
disconnect from longtime relationships, it is very difficult to transition (Payne, 2005). There is a
positive correlation between parents with less than a high school education and their children’s
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poor reading skills. It is a cycle that tends to be perpetuated. Adult education programs are
important for adults and children likewise (Lynch, 2009).
Motivating these adults to continue their quest for literacy is important. The adult learner
must focus on his or her potential self, desire for material items, or a better job rather than
focusing on his or her fears (Lee, 2007). Lynch (2009) relayed success with retention in adult
programs through relating their programs to daily life. McGrath (2009) suggested that while
building a relationship with these students, reiterate all of the changes that have occurred in
education and how that will assist them. Glasser (1990) informed instructors to build
relationships and emphasize the positives. He insisted students will remember these feelings and
it will help continue to encourage their schooling as they reflect on these successful emotions.
These students need to be involved in their own instructional design so that they can have a
vision on changing their future (Cerrero & Wilson, 2006). Adult education should not just equip
the learners with skills but also give them a voice to change their society (McKay, 2010).

English Language Learners

Non-English speaking adults have a dual struggle of becoming proficient at the English
language while learning basic literacy skills (Condelli et al. 2010). In core literacy tasks lowlevel Caucasian individuals outscored Hispanic individuals unless it was in the native language
(Baer, Kutner, & Sabatini, 2009). In fact, the literacy level of non-English speakers compared to
native low-level students was much lower in the areas of job skills, computer literacy, and
percentage of GED or high school graduation levels (Jin, 2009).
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In dealing with adults communicating and interacting through daily language has been
affective. Nonnative speakers need real life, practical knowledge as they are building their
vocabulary. Daily usage of English vocabulary will encourage these students to learn incidental
vocabulary. Extensive reading will further help them as they learn new words (Larotta & Brooks,
2009). One thing that both low-level and non-English students have in common is their
participation in their children’s school environment (Jin & Kling, 2009). Oral reading could be a
resource for the adult educator to attack this issue. In the beginning of the 20th Century, oral
reading was used less often than earlier years in schooling. It is a resource to build confidence
and community. Oral reading can connect the spoken and written word that limited English
learners need. Furthermore, it can improve decoding and fluency. All of these skills could be
beneficial to both the parent and the child (Rasinski, 2003).

History of GED Testing

The American Council on Education first made the GED test in 1943 for veterans who
were entering college under the GI Bill. It was used as an assessment to measure the soldiers’
scholastic abilities (Tuck, 2012). Over the years the GED has been updated three times, in 1978,
1988, and 2002, to reflect the changes in high school standards (Adams, 2011). After 50 years of
testing there was a change in the U.S. Census where people marked either high school diploma
or GED certificate. This change affected a growing attitude in the United States: the GED is an
alternate to a high school diploma but not the equivalent (Tuck, 2012). To combat the test’s loss
of relevance and credentials, a new assessment has been proposed (Adams, 2001). In 2011
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Pearson Publishing paired with the American Council on Education to develop a more rigorous
test (Tuck, 2012).

State of Adult Basic Education

Nationally and internationally it has been recognized that there is a need for adults to
become more literate (Golding & Foley, 2011). In fact, a goal has been set to raise the literacy
rate for adults to 50% by 2015 (“LFA project designed”, 2009). The last 8 years has brought an
emphasis to the field of adult education through accountability measures. Although there have
been some improvements, many suggestions have been made by the US Department of
Education’s research. It was found that only a small part of the target population is actually being
served; therefore, more publicity is needed (Institute of Education Sciences, 2008). More flexible
opportunities should be offered to improve basic literacy at the state and local levels. Local data
need to be gathered and evaluated so that necessary training can ensue. States and counties need
to publish their results in journals so that several actions can occur: more long-term investments,
more common measurement, and more cooperation between offices. Finally, the study also
showed that more adult education experts should be involved in the adult basic education
process.
Funding is a problem for adult education worldwide. In the United States the Department
of Education reported that adult literacy programs need more funding (Institute of Education
Sciences, 2008). In Georgia the adult education programs have to compete with the welfare
programs for money (Kilgos & Valentine, 2006). Rhode Island had to look for outside grants to
provide childcare and job training services in their adult education centers (Fritz & Alsabek,

27

2010). In California over half the adult education budget was cut and put into K-12 schooling
(Temes, 2012). For nonwhite, nonnative speakers, this is a disadvantage because property taxes
and federal funding are spending more than $733 less per nonwhite pupil as it is (Ramirez,
2012). Furthermore, it has been suggested that low-income neighborhoods need to provide
literacy education to parents to put an end to the cycle (Phillips, 2010). Ironically, the Goodwill
Corporation planned to open multiple adult education schools, but legislature put a cap on the
number allowed (Wall, 2013). Politicians recognize the dilemma – one in five adults is illiterate,
yet issues like war and the economy keep overshadowing the problem (Crutcher, 2013; Rebuck,
2011).

State of GED Graduates

Receiving a GED diploma can free students from a history of failure and defeat (Learning
Disabilities Association, 2006). As of 2013 more than 15.2 million people have received a GED
throughout the 65-year history of the test. Since the 1990s more young people are taking the test
(Tuck, 2012). More students from rural communities pass the GED than students living in urban
areas, although the passing score of the rural resident is lower than the nationwide score
(VanHorn & Kassab, 2001). More GED recipients enroll in college than ever before, but a lower
rate of these students actually graduate. The older students get, the more similar they become, so
educators should encourage them to continue to a degree (Maralani, 2011). Only 2% to 8% of
GED graduates completed a bachelor’s degree in 2009 (Tuck, 2012).
A center in California is teaching its students to give back to where they came from.
These future adult learner leaders will serve their community and teach social justice through
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culturally relevant lessons (Wong, 2007). The idea of raising adult learners’ ambitions and
including the idea of giving back to future generations will help break the cycle of poverty (Reed
& Marieneau, 2008). Collecting and using ideas from other countries could make adult education
more globally competitive (Phillips, 2006). After the debut of the new millennium, the skills of
being able to work with others and communicate well has given success to professionals.
Businesses are looking for more abilities from candidates (Bracken, 2008). Employees must have
many more qualified skills: critical thinking, problem solving, computers, as the competition for
jobs has spread to an international candidate pool (O’Brien, 2011). Adult education affects all
countries, even wealthy ones (Crutcher, 2013). The ultimate goal of the Tennessee Department
of Labor and Workforce Development is to assist students to not only obtain employment but to
help with their education (Phillips, 2013).

The Future of Adult Education

By 2050 there will be a growth of people over the age of 65 in Europe. This expansion is
predicted to be 70% over the number of those aged 65 in 2008. This trend is not unique to
Europe. There will be an overall need for more adult education for the active aging in the
workplace (Requejo, 2008). The public and private sectors should work together to coordinate
how to provide more adult education and workspaces for the elderly and be supportive of it
(Jacobs, 2006).
Nations and business alike need to begin addressing adult education. Australia is making
action plans to help reluctant learners (Golding & Foley, 2011). The United States is recognizing
a need to be inclusive for diverse learners (Reed & Marieneau, 2008). More businesses need to
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embrace their employees’ personal development by supporting adult education monetarily
(Jacobs, 2006). Dweck (2006) defined the way one thinks about oneself as a mindset. She
furthermore divided these mindsets into two: fixed and growth. To promote the growth mindset
feedback and nurturing should be advised. It is a difficult step to take, but this step will promote
some students to necessary classes to improve their situations.

The Future of GED Testing

In the fall of 2012 a press release was issued by the Department of Education announcing
major changes to the GED occurring in January of 2014. The content will change and become
more rigorous. The cost of the test will increase from $65 to $120. The biggest change will be
that the test will be computer based (tn.gov.labor, 2012). Technology instruction will be
necessary for all students. The instructors must facilitate computer tutorials so that it will be
taught correctly (Dillon, Marable, & Valentine, 2006). The Kentucky Adult Education Centers
are beginning to practice the new requirements on computers. If students agree to practice, they
are given coupons to help with the higher cost of the new test (“Kentucky Adult Education”,
2012). In pilot programs that are being offered currently students are given the math part of the
test on paper then on the computer. At this time, no major differences have been noted between
the scores (Higgins, Patterson, Bozman, & Katz, 2011).
The test will change from the current five tests: reading, math, social studies, science, and
writing to only four areas: literacy, math, science, and social studies (Adams, 2011; Tuck, 2012).
The intent is to have the GED students use more analytical and critical thinking skills. This new
rigor will allow students to get through postsecondary education without the need for remedial
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courses (Adams, 2011). These changes are to make the GED a more “aspirational degree”, but
for some people it is already a monumental goal (Rose, 2013)

Conclusion

The GED test has earned its place in education. Test developers continue to strive to
make it equitable to a high school diploma. The hope is to have employers and colleges look at
the two certificates similarly. The GED test can prove to be a strenuous task for some adult
students who have been out of school for many years. On the other hand, adult students are
driven to succeed and persevere in spite of the challenge.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHOD

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to determine whether any significant relationship exists
between the demographics of those adults earning a GED degree. The demographics that were
analyzed are gender, age groupings, and race. This chapter describes the methodology and
procedures used in this quantitative, ex post facto study.

Research Questions and Corresponding Null Hypothesis

The following questions (RQs) and null hypotheses were developed to guide the research.
RQ1: Is there a significant difference in the number of males and females who earn GEDs in
Tennessee?
Ho1 1 : There is not a significant difference in the number of males and females who earn
GEDS in Tennessee.
Ho1 2 : There is not a significant difference in the number of attempts to pass the GED by
males and females in the state of Tennessee.

RQ2: Is there a significant difference in the number of adults who successfully complete their
GED in Tennessee as compared by age group?
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Ho2 1 : There is not a significant difference in the number of adults as compared by age
group.
Ho2 2 : There is not a significant difference in the number of attempts to pass the GED by
age group in the state of Tennessee.

RQ3: Is there a significant difference in the number of adults who successfully complete their
GED in Tennessee as compared by racial groups?
Ho3 1 : There is not a significant difference in the number of adults who successfully
complete the GED as compared by racial groups.
Ho3 2 : There is not a significant difference in the number of attempts to pass the GED by
racial groups in the state of Tennessee.

Sample

The sample of this study was of adult students in the state of Tennessee who had earned
the GED certificate from 2008 through 2013. The information was compiled by demographics to
give a picture of the GED participants. These overall statistics are based on the population of the
GED graduates in the state of Tennessee. During the years 2008 through 2013, 60,000 people
became GED graduates. The random sampling of gender and age included 2,000 students. These
graduates qualify as adults, which puts them in the age group of 16 years or older. The adult
students were from a variety of races, but the main two representative races in the state are white
and black. When analyzing the data a random sampling of 2,000 students was used.

33

Instrumentation

The GED has been part of the United States since 1945. It was originally made for the
soldiers returning from World War II who desired to complete their high school diploma. This
allowed the GIs to attend college or a trade school and improve their quality of life. Seventy
years later, over 18 million people have achieved this high school equivalency test
(gedtestingservice.com). The following quote addresses the validity of the exam.
The GED® test is developed using specifications established by experienced secondary
school and adult educators and are reviewed by subject matter experts. Every test
question is subjected to multiple reviews by test specialists and external content
specialists, and is pretested before becoming part of a final test form. The GED® test is
also standardized and normed using a national stratified random sample of graduating
high school seniors. In order to pass the tests, the GED® candidate must demonstrate a
level of skill that meets or surpasses that demonstrated by approximately 60 percent of
graduating high school seniors. (gedtestingservice.com, par. 6)

The exam currently consists of five different parts: reading/language arts, math, science,
social studies, and writing. The passing score for each test is 410, except for the writing test that
is based on a rubric scale. A minimum of a two is considered passing on the writing section. The
exam is administered at the many adult education offices around the 50 states and is recognized
as a high school equivalent. This diploma allows entrance into college as well as certification for
hiring purposes.
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Data Collection

I contacted Jim Whitbeck, a longtime teacher at the adult basic education center in
Hamblen County, Tennessee. He connected me with Joey Czarneski at the Tennessee
Department of Education. Czarneski instructed me to complete and submit several forms and
then forwarded my information to the Measure TN office in Knoxville, Tennessee. This is where
the data are housed. I needed to obtain IRB certification to be able to access the data. The data
include no identifiable information; therefore, no issues concerning confidentiality were
breeched. The data contained 60,000 samples of GED testing results. It disclosed the number of
males and females who took the GED test from 2008 through 2013. The data further revealed the
test takers’ ages and ethnicity. These data assisted in the answering of the research questions that
were posed.

Data Analysis

A series of two-way contingency table chi square analyses using crosstabs were
conducted to test the hypotheses. A two-way contingency table determines whether a
relationship exists between two variables. The table consists of two or more rows and two or
more columns (Green & Salkind, 2008). The randomly sample data was tallied and totaled from
an excel spreadsheet and then entered into an SPSS program to provide a statistical analysis of
the difference between adult GED test takers in the state of Tennessee by age, gender, and race.
According to Green and Salkind (2008) chi-square and Cramer’s V are appropriate to measure
this type of data. The independent variables were gender, age, and race. The dependent variable
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was passing or not passing the GED and the number of attempts. All data were analyzed at the
.05 level of significance.
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CHAPTER 4

FINDINGS

Chapter 4 depicts the calculations of the analysis of the research questions indicated in
chapters 1 and 3. The purpose of this study was to investigate the state of adult literacy in

Tennessee and to determine whether any significant relationship exists between the

demographics of those adults earning a GED degree. These categories were reported to the
researcher through data records. These records were shared by the Tennessee Department of
Labor and Workforce Development through the Measure Tennessee database.

Research Question 1
Is there a significant difference in the number of males and females who earn GEDs in
Tennessee?
Ho1 1 : There is not a significant difference in the number of males and females who earn GEDS
in Tennessee.
A two-way contingency table analysis was conducted to evaluate which proportion of
males and which proportion of females earn GEDs in Tennessee. The two variables were gender
and passing rates. Gender and passing rates were found to not be significantly related, Pearson
χ2 (1, N=35688) = .524, p = .469, Cramer’s V = .004. Therefore, the null hypothesis is not
rejected. Males had a 99.4% passing rate, while females had a 99.3% passing rate. In general, the
passing rates of males and females in the state of Tennessee are not significantly different. Figure
1 displays the bar chart for the frequency of each level within the gender categories.
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Figure 1. Bar graph displaying the number of males and females who have passed the GED
based on the sample of data provided by the state of Tennessee that was analyzed.
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Ho1 2 : There is not a significant difference in the number of attempts to pass the GED by males
and females in the state of Tennessee.
A two-way contingency table analysis was conducted to evaluate whether the proportion
of adult test takers who attempted to pass the GED on their first attempt varied depending on
gender. Gender and the number of attempts to take the GED were found to be significantly
related, Pearson χ2 (1, N = 200) = 4.338, p = .037, Cramer’s V = .147. Therefore, the null
hypothesis is rejected. On the first attempt males passed the test 80% of the time. Females passed
the test 67% of the time on the first attempt. In general male test takers pass on their first attempt
significantly more often than female test takers. Figure 2 displays proportion of males and
females compared to the number of testing attempts.
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Figure 2. Bar graph displaying the number of males and females that passed the GED in the first
attempt compared to those who attempted the test more than once.
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Research Question 2
Is there a significant difference in the number of adults who successfully complete their GED in
Tennessee as compared by age group?
Ho2 1 : There is not a significant difference in the number of adults as compared by age group.
A two-way contingency table analysis was conducted to evaluate whether the proportion
of adults who take the GED in the state of Tennessee varies depending on their age grouping.
The two variables were students aged 16 through 24 and those who were 25 plus. Age groupings
were not found to be significantly related, Pearson χ2 (1, N = 1755) = .01, p =.922, Cramer’s V =
.002. Therefore, the null hypothesis is not rejected. Adults, 16 through 24, had a 99.2% passing
rate, while adults, 25 and over had a 99.1% passing rate. In general, age groupings do not make a
significant difference in the passing rate of the GED in the state of Tennessee. Figure 3 displays
the clustered bar chart for the frequency of passing within the age groups.
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Figure 3. Bar graph displaying the age groups of adults who have passed the GED.
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Ho2 2 : There is not a significant difference in the number of attempts to pass the GED by age
group in the state of Tennessee.
A two-way contingency table analysis was conducted to evaluate whether the proportion
of adult test takers number of attempts to pass the GED varied on the age of the test taker. Age
and the number of attempts to pass the test were found not be significantly related, Pearson χ2 (1,
100) = 1.961, p = .161, Cramer’s V = .147. Therefore, the null hypotheses is not rejected. In
general there is no significant relation between age and number of attempts to pass the GED. The
adults ages 16 through 24 passed 90% of the time on their first attempt, while students 25 and
older passed 88% of the time. Figure 4 displays proportion of the number of attempts to pass the
GED compared to the age groups.
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Figure 4. Bar graph displaying the number of students who passed the GED on the first attempt
compared to those who attempted more than once by age category.

44

Research Question 3
Is there a significant difference in the number of adults who successfully complete their GED in
Tennessee as compared by racial groups?
Ho3 1 : There is not a significant difference in the number of adults who successfully complete the
GED as compared by racial groups.
A two-way contingency table analysis was conducted to evaluate whether the proportion
of white students who pass the GED in the state of Tennessee varies from the proportion of black
students who pass the GED in the state of Tennessee. The two variables were race and scores.
Race and passing scores were found not to be significantly related, Pearson χ2 (1, N = 28887) =
.128, p =.720, Cramer’s V = .002. Therefore, the null hypothesis is not rejected. In general,
ethnicity and passing scores on the GED test in the state of Tennessee are not significantly
related. White students passed 99.3% of the time, while black students passed 99.2% of the time.
Figure 5 displays the clustered bar chart for the frequency of passing the GED within the ethnic
categories.

45

Figure 5. Bar graph displaying the number of adult students who passed the GED by race.
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Ho3 2 : There is not a significant difference in the number of attempts to pass the GED by racial
groups in the state of Tennessee.
A two-way contingency table analysis was conducted to evaluate whether the proportion
of adult GED test takers’ number of attempts to pass varies depending on race in the state of
Tennessee. Race and the number of attempts were found to be significantly related, Pearson
χ2 (1, N = 200) = 7.018, p = .008, Cramer’s V = 1.87. Therefore, the null hypothesis is rejected.
In general white adult test takers passed the GED in significantly fewer tries than black adult test
takers in the state of Tennessee. White students passed in the first attempt 84% of the time while
black students passed 68% of the time on the first attempt. Figure 6 displays proportion of race
of test takers’ number of attempts to pass the GED in the state of Tennessee.
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Figure 6. Bar graph displaying the students who passed the GED on the first attempt by race
versus those who took it more than once.
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Summary

Chapter 4 presents the research questions that address the number of adults who took the
GED in Tennessee from 2008 through 2013. There was no significant difference in age, gender,
or race when analyzing pass rates. The significant differences appeared with number of attempts
needed to pass the test in the categories of race and gender. Males and white students were more
successful at passing the GED on the first attempt.
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CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY, CONCLUSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction
Educators enter any classroom and greet students who come with a plethora of
experiences and education levels. This is true when walking into a GED testing center as well.
Some students may be there due to a court order or because their income provider suggested that
they attend classes. Other students may have never finished high school and want to achieve that
accomplishment for themselves or as an example to their children. Students may be attending to
keep or obtain a job. The students enter the center at different levels: non-English speaking
students, students who dropped out of high school recently, and those who have not been in
school for 40 years. Most of the students must be self-motivated to come and continue the
program. Practicing for the exam can be a daunting challenge for some and quite an easy task for
others. I began to wonder what was driving the decision making process for the government to
amend the GED test. I interviewed Phil Roe who is the cochair of the Adult Literacy Committee
in Congress. He admitted that this is unchartered territory and he would like more research.
Presently, it seems the GED testing is beginning to follow the trends of current public education
reform.
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Research Questions and Findings
Research Question 1
Is there a significant difference in the number of males and females who earn GEDs in
Tennessee?
The two-way contingency analysis that was performed on the sample of adults who
passed the GED in the state of Tennessee during the years 2008 through 2013 revealed no
significant differences in the outcome of passing rates by gender. This outcome is slightly
different when compared to the national average reported in 2012. Males passed the test more
often than females with rates of 55.7% and 44.3% respectively. The national statistics reported
for 2012 for the state of Tennessee reported that 54%of males passed and only 47% of females
passed (American Council on Education, 2013).
There was a significant difference when it came to the number of attempts to pass the
GED. The crosstabs test showed that males pass the GED on the first try more often than females
do. Nationally, 84.9% of all test takers pass on their first attempt (American Council on
Education, 2013).

Research Question 2
Is there a significant difference in the number of adults who successfully complete their GED in
Tennessee as compared by age group?
The two-way contingency analysis that was performed based on age groups passing the
test from 2008 through 2013 showed no significant differences on the passing rate or the number
of attempts to take the GED. According to the 2012 national report, the average age of a GED

51

graduate is slightly over 26. It further reports that the 16 to 18 year old age group, has a 21.7%
pass rate (American Council on Education Testing, 2013). In the state of Tennessee, the 2012
national report stated the average age of a graduate in almost 28 and a half years old. The report
displayed that the Tennessee 16 to 18 year old age group was slightly below the national average
at 16.9% (American Council on Education Testing, 2013). After viewing the state data, it was
determined that the age categories could be analyzed in two main groups: 16 through 24 and 25
and over.

Research Question 3
Is there a significant difference in the number of adults who successfully complete their GED in
Tennessee as compared by racial groups?
The two-way contingency analysis that was performed to determine if there was a
relationship between passing scores and races of those who had passed the GED in the state of
Tennessee from 2008 through 2013 proved to be insignificant. This was incongruent with the
reported national statistics of 2012. This report described 44.3% of white students passing the
test and 24.3% of black students passing the test. In fact, specific to the state of Tennessee in
2012, this report published white adult students passing 66.2% of the time, while black adult
students passed 26% of the time (American Council on Education, 2013).
The crosstabs analyses did identify a significant difference in the number of attempts it
took to pass the test by race. White adult students had a higher percent of first-time passers of the
GED than black adult students did.
There is information collected when people enroll to take the test. Analyzing the data can
help those in adult education evaluate the previous scores and test takers’ backgrounds. This
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information can assist in the planning and progression of adult education classes in the future.
After gaining permission from the Tennessee Department of Labor and Workforce Development,
problems occurred with from the guardians of the data. The group, housed at the University of
Tennessee, had difficulties releasing everything that was requested. This was a learning process
for the group, Measure TN, to have an outsider want to view the data. In the end I had to
eliminate three questions because the data were not released. My request created an opportunity
for Measure TN to work through some issues with providing data to an outside researcher and
brought other issues to life. These issues must be resolved if the data are to be used.

Recommendations For Practice

Changes have been infrequent during the existence of the GED; therefore, when a testing
change occurs it is noticed. With the intent to standardize and make more rigorous the testing of
adults, the GED underwent construction for the calendar year 2014. Before accepting changes, I
think states should look more closely at the place adult education currently fills. States should
also explore other testing options like the HiSET or ACE and recognize that other companies can
produce equitable standardized GED tests (Fain, 2013). Hence, I advise these recommendations
for practice.

1. Teachers of adult education, business leaders, and community members in each county
should have easier access to this data. This would allow more research based decisions to
be made at the local level when dealing with budgeting issues. It would also assist
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teachers to pinpoint targeted genders and races that may need additional time, resources,
and assistance.
2. Business that have vested interest in their potential employees should be involved in
working more closely with the adult education field.
3. Early Childhood Education initiatives should set aside money for parenting education as
a part of their programs.
4. Adult educators should be equipped with andragogy techniques for their students.
5. New testing options should be investigated at a state and local level.
6. A Spanish based test should be available for students who are fluent in their own
language to demonstrate their knowledge.

Recommendations for Further Study

As much further study of research is needed, I recommend the following:

1. A comparison study should be conducted to compare these results with those of the new
testing method after 5 years of implementing the new test.
2. A qualitative study should be conducted of the GED participants to identify the
motivation behind their testing.
3. A quantitative study should be conducted of the adult educators to identify their teaching
skills background. The teaching status of part-time, full-time, and number of years
teaching could be evaluated.
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4. A comparison study of more successful states with similar demographics could be
beneficial in order to gain insight.
5. This study should be reproduced using all of the data housed by Measure TN after they
resolve their issues with access.

Summary

The world of adult literacy is somewhat of a paradox. On one hand, we are not ensuring
that teachers of adult education are trained in the methods of andragogical techniques. Standards
are inconsistent in adult education from site to site. Unfortunately, not all communities are
highlighting the successes of adult students. Yet, if this topic is not brought to light, it has a
resounding effect on the job market, the poverty level, the economy, and, ultimately, the future.
The GED test has withstood the test of time and the educational programs and passing the
test have increased the quality of life of its graduates. Although changes may need to be made,
the changes should result in a test that is still passable by adults.
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